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OFF THE DERECH  
 

      

              Wanting what we have 

and having what we want 

        This Shabbos shuls all over the world will 

read the Aseres Hadibros, The Ten Commandments. 

The Aseres Hadibros (the Decalogue) is the support 

structure on which rests the entire body of Torah.  In 

these sparsely worded verses we are told the most 

fundamental laws of interaction, interaction between 

man and G-d and interaction between man and man. 

The last of the Aseres Hadibros in particular drives 

home the value of character development as it effects 

our interpersonal relationships.  

The last of the Dibros tells us, “You shall not 

covet your fellow’s house. You shall not covet your 

fellow’s wife, his manservant, his maidservant, his ox, 

his donkey, nor anything that belongs to your fellow.” 

Chazal tell us that the last phrase, “Nor anything that 

belongs to your fellow” is all-inclusive. This is the goal 

that each person should aim to reach. That each 

person should stand as an individual who has the 

outmost respect but not desire for other people’s 

property.  Like an exclamation mark at the end of the 

sentence, the last Dibrah is emphasizing the 

importance of how we think of other people and treat 

them.  

The Smag writes that the Aseres Hadibros has 

613 letters until the words “asher l’ereiecha, “anything 

that is your fellow’s.” This is intended to teach us that 

all the mitzvos in the Torah are like the steps one must 

take as he ascends the ladder of character development, 

the rungs of the ladder as we attempt to climb to 

relational perfection.  

At the end of the sedra the Torah teaches us 

that the best way to build the Mizbeiach is with a ramp. 

“You shall not ascend with steps upon My Altar, so 

that your nakedness will not be uncovered upon it.” 

Rashi quotes a Medrash explaining this confusing 

mitzvah, “When you build an incline for the 

Mizbeiach, do not make it of ascending levels, rather it 

should be smooth and gradient.” Kohanim wore loose 

garments and if there would be stairs leading up the 

Mizbeiach, there’d be a suggestion of exposure 

because walking up the stairs makes one take higher 

steps.  Although this is not actual exposure of 

nakedness nonetheless it would be considered treating 

the stones in a humiliating manner. This suggests a kal 

vachomer, an “if …then...” extrapolation.  If the 

Torah commands us to preserve the respect of the 

stones of the Bais HaMikdash which do not have 

perception and cannot care about their respect, how 

much more so is this applicable to people.  People, 
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after all, have been created in the image of G-d and we 

must learn to treat them with respect.  

A great Chassidic Rebbe once said that if a 

person is rushing to shul on Yom Kippur night to hear 

the Kol Nidrei prayer, but he meets a Jew who needs 

his help, he should delay coming to shul in order to 

help him. He reasons that the essence of Yom Kippur 

and Kol Nidrei is teshuva, wholehearted repentance, 

and what is teshuva if not the fulfillment of “v’ahavta 

lereiacha kamocha” loving another like we love 

ourselves. 

In Mishley we find a verse, “As in water faces 

appears to a face, so is the heart of man to man.” A 

person who wishes to see his image in a lake, must 

bend down over the water to see his reflection. 

Likewise, a person who wishes to fulfill the mitzvah of 

“v’ahavta lereiacha kamocha” must humble himself 

and place himself level with his friend. A person who 

develops that kind of relationships with other people 

would neither covet, nor think of taking anything away 

from them. He would be constantly aware of others’ 

feeling and sensitivities.  

Rav Akiva Eiger explains the verse, “And 

Israel encamped there opposite the mountain.” The 

gemora tells us that the mountain is symbolic of the 

ego, the yeitzer horah, selfish human desires. What is 

the best weapon to combat the yeitzer horah? The ego 

can only be defeated when a person works on being 

selfless instead of being selfish, on getting along with 

others. This is what Klal Israel were able to 

accomplish shortly before accepting the Torah at Har 

Sinai. It must have been far from easy to get along in a 

camp of 1.2 million people. But there they camped 

and became as one being, each one acknowledging the 

needs of others, not reaching for others’ possessions, 

nor infringing on their respect.  

At last, with the last Dibrah, the Aseres 

HaDibros comes full circle and completes the all-

encompassing message.  The first commandment 

states unequivocally “Anochi Hashem Elokecho..” I 

am Hashem, your G-d. Hashem tells Klal Israel, and 

through them the rest of humanity, that there is only 

one power. Hashem brought us into being, Hashem 

created us as a nation, and Hashem continuously 

creates us.  This includes giving us everything we need 

and deserve, and nothing that we don’t.  So when the 

last of the Commandments states that we are not to 

covet anything that belongs to others, it demands that 

we should be constantly aware of this.  When we wish 

what others have and focus on it, we are negating the 

idea that Hashem in his ultimate power gave us what 

we should have and no more than that.   

For ordinary people the last commandment is 

probably the hardest because it is most “natural” to 

want what others have. It is a “knee-jerk” impulse to 

feel jealousy when we see that others have something 

desirable.  It is nevertheless incumbent on us to work 

on this – on respecting other people, their feelings, 

their property. If we want to be truly believing Jews it 

is unavoidable for us to work on avoiding jealousy.  

 

Have a great Shabbos! שבת שלום 

 

 

 

  

 

 


